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Abstract 
Previous research has studied the concept conspicuous consumption, but not much 
experimental research has been done concerning how it relates to economic recession. In 
addition, there are multiple studies that would suggest a difference in conspicuous 
consumption in single people compared to non-single people, but this effect requires more 
careful investigation. This research aimed to study how conspicuous consumption was 
influenced by an economic recession, and how relationship status affected that relationship. 
Participants read either a news article priming the economic recession or a neutral prime 
news article, and rated the likability of several budget and luxury retail products, as well as 
their willingness to buy the products. The results show that an economic recession prime, 
compared to a neutral prime, does not induce a difference in people’s preference for luxury 
products compared to budget products, and neither does relationship status. There is, 
however, a significant interaction effect, showing that the recession prime affects the 
preference for luxury products differently for single people compared to non-single people. 
Results suggest that during times of an economic recession, single people are more likely to 
consume conspicuously.  
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Introduction 
 An economic recession is a period of general economic decline and is characterized by 
a decrease in both sales and sales revenue of essentially all sectors. During the latest 
recession this indeed was the case for most sectors (Bohlen, Carlotti, & Mihas, 2010), but not 
for some of the luxury brands in the top tier of the luxury brand industry. Despite the 
recession, brands such as Louis Vuitton, Hermés and Chanel increased their sales (Forbes, 
2009) and according to the research of Nunes, Drèze and Han (2011), the demand for 
prominent logos on (luxury) products persisted or even increased. These findings suggest 
there is a different phenomenon at play in the luxury goods market, compared to the other 
consumer markets.  
 During times of economic scarcity, budgeting can be considered a rational 
consequence. The fact that consumers budget on all products except for the most expensive 
ones is therefore striking. This article examines the influence of environmental economic 
recession cues on consumers. During times of shortage of funds and an overall decline in 
wealth, a consequence could be an enhanced need to show status and wealth to peers, as was 
shown in research by Nelissen and Meijers (2011), who found that the role of social status in 
social interactions is decidedly important in numerous manners, including status-dependent 
preferential treatment. The same research showed that luxury-brand labels on retail products 
are interpreted by other consumers as signals of wealth and consequently increase a person’s 
perceived status. Therefore, of the the main reasons to consume conspicuously could be a 
gain of social status, as well as signalling beneficial personal information to member of the 
opposite sex (Sundie, Kenrick, Griskevicius, Tybur, Bohs, & Beal, 2011; Griskevicius, 
Tybur, Sundie, Cialdini, Miller, & Kenrick, 2007). Historical reasons can also be found to 
offer a logical explanation of the existence of conspicuous consumption as a mechanism to 
signal to potential mates (Gilman, 1999; Fraja, 2009).  
 This article will discuss both the question of whether it is indeed the case that people 
engage in more conspicuous consumption during an economic recession and whether there is 
a difference between single and non-single people. The hypotheses will be tested via an 
online questionnaire, using American participants between the ages of 18 and 35, with a low 
to medium socio-economic status. Both the research questions and the related theoretical 
background will be discussed in depth in the following sections. 
Economic recession and Conspicuous Consumption 
 Consumers’ preference for expensive luxury goods over cheaper but of comparable 
quality products is a phenomenon called conspicuous consumption, established in 1899 by 
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Thorstein Veblen. It is even argued by some researchers that conspicuous consumption is not 
an exceptional conduct, but should be recognized as a regular practice that is a natural part of 
capitalism (Todorova, 2013). Others, however, advocate that Veblen’s theory was never 
properly tested, and that explicitly defining the phenomenon is inappropriate because of the 
discrepancy between the theoretical and functionalist formulation of the concept (Campbell, 
1995). As research has shown, an important incentive for consuming conspicuously is an 
increase of social status by signaling wealth (Nelissen & Meijers, 2011; Haselton, Martezaie, 
Pillsworth, Bleske-Rechek, & Frederick, 2007; Mandel, Petrova, & Cialdini, 2006; Rucker, 
& Galinsky, 2008). Status is a concept well known to influence social interactions, such as 
status-dependent preferential treatment (Nelissen & Meijers, 2011). In addition, individuals 
who are higher in the social hierarchy are on average healthier (Wilkinson, 2000 and 
Marmot, 2003) and reach a higher age (Oswald & Rablen, 2008) than lower ranked 
individuals. Studies show that individuals under self-threat acquire high-status goods to 
diminish their psychological pain and shield themselves from future self-threat (Sivanathan & 
Pettit, 2010). A study by Perez-Truglia (2013) found a significant difference in subjective 
well-being for highly observable consumption of luxury goods and unobservable 
consumption of luxury goods. Conspicuous consumption proved to improve one’s subjective 
well-being significantly, compared to the consumption of non-observable products. It can 
therefore be concluded that increasing social status could be a reasonable explanation of why 
people consume conspicuously. 
 Research by Nunes, Drèze and Han (2011) showed that the recession of 2008 led to 
some interesting sales numbers in the luxury goods market. Conflicting with previous 
theories, there was no decline in conspicuous consumption during the economic recession. 
Conspicuousness of luxurious brands such as Hermès and Prada did not diminish, and 
consumer’s interest in retail products with conspicuous logos did not either. Luxury products 
introduced during the economic recession displayed the brand more conspicuously than those 
withdrawn from the market, suggesting that these products might sell better than less 
conspicuous products. These findings indicate that environmental recession clues might have 
a positive effect on consumer’s preferences for conspicuous luxury goods. During times of 
economic scarcity, displaying wealth and status might be even more valuable than under 
normal circumstances, because in these times they are more exceptional and consequently 
more meaningful. Therefore, I expect that in general, recession cues will increase preferences 
for luxury products. 
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Relationship Status and Conspicuous Consumption   
 At the beginning of the 20th century, Veblen’s research showed that men gave women 
the means to consume conspicuously, to display the male partner’s wealth (Gilman, 1999). 
Conspicuous consumption was therefore connected to social class (Veblen, 1994) and was 
beneficial for both partners. This could explain how the concept of conspicuous consumption 
arose and research by van Staveren and Odebode (2014) shows that this phenomenon is still 
observable in the consumption customs in today’s households.	 Another explanation for the 
existence of the concept of conspicuous consumption can be found in natural selection. Fraja 
(2009) states that we are predisposed to maximize our individual fitness and that it is in our 
nature to pass favorable genes to future generations. Signaling characteristics that are 
unobservable but valuable to the opposite sex to increase the possibility of attracting mates 
and successful procreation is called sexual selection, and conspicuous consumption can be 
considered part of it. Research by Sundie et al. (2011) examined whether conspicuous 
consumption is indeed a social message towards potential mates. The researchers made a 
distinction between short-term and long-term mating motives, especially for men. The results 
showed that observers can recognize highly observable luxury goods as signals and interpret 
them as an indicator of interest in short-term mating. In this manner, conspicuous 
consumption showed to enhance men’s desirability for short-term mating. In addition, it 
could be argued that individuals engage in conspicuous consumption to display their 
beneficial qualities to the opposite sex, linking to costly signaling theory by Zahavi (1975), 
stating that it is in our nature to engage in costly behavior to signal meaningful information 
about ourselves to others (Bird & Smith, 2005; Macandrew 2002). It is indeed the case that 
when individuals are primed with mating goals, especially men increase their willingness to 
consume conspicuously, but not privately (Griskevicius et al., 2007). These findings suggest 
that attracting mates could be one of the reasons to consume conspicuously.   
 All these studies give rise to the theory that people who are in a relationship would be 
less interested in conspicuous consumption because they are not engaged in the behavior of 
signaling personal information to members of the other sex as much. However, research by 
Griskevicius and Wang (2014) suggests differently. These researchers claim that luxury 
goods do not only function as a signal of social status, but also as a self-esteem boost and to 
express identity. As claimed by these researchers, women use conspicuous consumption 
differently than men. Women use their possessions to show how devoted their romantic 
partner is to them, with the goal of deterring potential threats to their current relationship, 
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rather than using it as a signal to attract potential new romantic partners. This research would 
therefore indicate that at least for women it is not the case that single people are more 
actively involved in conspicuous consumption than non-single people. However, this theory 
will not be taken into account in the hypotheses because I expect the general effects of 
relationship status to be stronger. 
Economic recession, relationship status and conspicuous consumption   
 As research (Buss, 1994; Symons, 1979; Trivers, 1972) shows, women’s ability to 
attract and secure a mate who has the capability to invest in himself, his mate and his 
offspring, is directly linked to their procreative success. An economic recession may 
communicate to women that men who are able to invest resources are becoming scarce. As 
research has shown, when high-quality mates are scarce, women’s tendency to invest effort in 
attracting these high-quality mates increases (Jennions & Petrie, 1997). Research in the 
animal world confirms this, showing that animals of numerous species increase effort 
invested in attracting mates when high-quality mates are scarce (Clutton-Brock, 2009). These 
findings support the idea that recession may lead to stronger mating goals in women, but I 
expect that this can be generalized to men as well. Therefore, a difference between single and 
non-single people in their preference for luxury goods is expected to increase in a recession. 
Overview and Hypotheses 
 Conspicuous consumption is an established phenomenon, initiated by the motivation to 
enhance social status. Social status has been proven to be beneficial in numerous ways, 
possibly even more so during times of economic uncertainty, which leads to the first 
hypothesis: “Following a recession prime, people have a stronger preference for luxury 
products than budget products”.  
 There are multiple manners to substantiate the principle of conspicuous consumption as 
a signaling system for members of the other sex. In addition, research has shown that men are 
willing to consume conspicuously to show their wealth and social status to potential mates, 
and that women can recognize these signals and are attracted to them. Therefore, one could 
reason that individuals who are looking for potential mates engage in more conspicuous 
consumption than individuals who are not. The second hypothesis following from this is: 
“Single people have a stronger preference for luxury products compared to budget products 
than non-single people”.  
 Research has shown that when financially stable potential mates are becoming scarce, 
as is the case during times of economic recession, women are more willing to invest effort in 
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attracting potential mates. This would suggest that an economic recession could lead to 
stronger mating goals, which could enhance the difference between single and non-single 
people. Therefore, the third hypothesis is as follows: “Following a recession prime, people 
have a stronger preference for luxury products compared to budget products, and this effect is 
stronger for single people than non-single people”. 
 
Method and Results 
Participants and Design 
 Of the 153 people participating in this study, three participants did not complete the 
questionnaire. Therefore, the data of 150 participants was analyzed. In this study 97 males 
and 53 females participated (63,8% and 34,9% respectively), and they were between the ages 
of 19 and 57 (M = 30.35 , SD = 4.92). Concerning relationship status, 65 participants stated 
they were either single or in a not serious relationship (categorized as single) and 85 
participants stated they were either in a serious relationship or married (categorized as non-
single); 42,8% and 55,9% respectively. 
 This study has a two by two factorial design, comparing an economic prime to a neutral 
prime and single people to non-single people. The effect of an economic prime, the 
dichotomous between-subjects independent variable, on conspicuous consumption, the 
continuous dependent variable, was tested with relationship status as a dichotomous 
moderator.  
Materials and Procedure 
 Participants agreed to participate in the study via Amazon MTurk (www.mturk.com) 
and gave informed consent before starting. Next, information about the Socio-Economic 
Status and self-esteem of the participants was collected, which was not used in this research. 
After that, participants were randomly assigned to the economic prime condition or the 
neutral prime condition. The participants in the economic prime condition read a news article 
about the recession, whereas the participants in the neutral prime condition read an article 
about jazz. The news article about the economic recession stated that the U.S. economy was 
not doing well and that the job market was especially harsh for young people (appendix A). 
The Jazz article stated that Peter Martin, a jazz pianist, would be performing in a highly 
anticipated show, together with two other musical collaborators (appendix B).  When the 
participant moved on to the next page, they were asked to pick the correct conclusion of the 
article by means of a multiple choice question, to ascertain the participant had read and 
understood the text (appendix C). After reading one of the articles, the participant was asked 
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to indicate on a sliding scale how negative or positive their mood was (“My current mood 
is…”, -50 = very negative, 0 = neutral, +50 = very positive), to check whether the two 
articles induced a different mood in participants.  
 The next step measured participant’s attitudes toward several retail products. All 
participants were shown two luxury products and two similar budget products (Appendix D) 
in random order. A Burberry wallet was compared to a Walmart wallet and a Gucci watch 
was compared to a Walmart (Timex) watch. The participants were shown a picture of the 
product and to check whether the difference between the luxury and budget product was big 
enough, they were asked to answer the question “To what extent do you consider this a 
budget product or a high-end product”, on a scale from 1 (‘budget’) to 7 (‘high-end’). In 
addition to evaluating the product on luxuriousness, the participants were asked to evaluate 
the product on multiple other aspects, such as the hedonic consumer attitudes towards the 
product and the expected feelings following a purchase of the particular product. These items 
are not included in the current research. In this study the item “I want to buy this product” (1 
= strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) was used as a measure of conspicuous consumption 
because it is the most direct form of asking. The willingness to buy the two budget items 
were combined into one average budget rating called BudgetBuy (r = -.467, p < .000) and the 
same was done for the two luxury products, creating the item LuxuryBuy (r = .521, p < .000). 
The variable BudgetBuy was subtracted from the variable LuxuryBuy to create the variable 
DifferenceBuy, which is the variable that was used as the dependent variable, indicating the 
level of conspicuous consumption. Only after these questions the retail price of the product 
was mentioned ($650 and $395 for the Burberry wallets, female and male version 
respectively, $14.99 for the Walmart wallets, $790 for the Gucci watches and $32 for the 
Walmart watches). Lastly, two statements about the use of credit cards were included in the 
survey, but were not analyzed in this study.  
 After evaluating both versions (high-end and budget) of both products (wallet and 
watch), the participant moved on to an additional manipulation check. To ascertain there was 
a difference in the participant’s views on the economy after being primed with either a 
negative article about the economy or a neutral one about jazz, four questions were asked 
regarding the state of the economy. One of these items was “The U.S. economy is doing 
well” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; all four items can be found in Appendix E). 
The questions were averaged into a scale called ‘View on economy’ (α = .85), with a higher 
score indicating a more positive view. A reading check was placed at the very end of the 
study to ascertain all participants were carefully reading the questions. Next, the demographic 
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questions contained questions about the gender, age, level of education, employment status 
and ownership of a credit card. In addition, the participants were asked whether they were 
currently involved in a romantic relationship, in order to find an answer to hypothesis two. 
Participants could choose between four options, of which “no” and “yes, but not a serious 
one” were considered ‘single’, and “yes, a serious one” and “yes, married” were considered 
‘non-single’.  
 To complete the entire survey approximately 10 minutes were needed. The participants 
were paid $1.00. 
Statistical analysis 
 To analyze the results an ANOVA was run, using SPSS. The main effects of the 
assigned condition and relationship status were analyzed, as well as the interaction effect 
between them. They were tested on the dependent variable DifferenceBuy, a measure of the 
participant’s willingness to buy the luxury products over the budget product. 
 
Results 
Assumptions 
 To check whether the results of the ANOVA test are plausible, the assumptions were 
tested. The P-Plot looked normal, not indicating any signs of non-normality and the Levene’s 
test was not significant (F(3,146) = 1.230, p =.301), so the assumptions of normality and 
homogeneity of variance were not violated. 
Manipulation Checks 
 Manipulation checks were carried out to verify whether the manipulations’ effects were 
as expected. Firstly, the difficulty of the content of the article was assessed by asking 
participants to give the main conclusion of the article by means of a multiple choice question. 
For the economic prime article 76 out of 77 participants chose the correct answer and for the 
neutral prime article 64 out of 73 chose the correct option. Since a detailed understanding of 
the Jazz article is not relevant for this research, these results were satisfying.  Secondly, an 
independent samples t-test showed that participants reported a significantly more positive 
mood in the neutral prime condition (M = 20.16, SD = 21.37), compared to the economic 
prime condition (M = 3.05, SD = 21.11), t(148) = -4.93, p < .000. Thirdly, participants in the 
neutral prime condition (M = 4.45, SD = 1.28) were less positive about the economy than the 
participants in the economic prime condition (M =  4.96, SD = 1.20), and this difference was 
significant, t(148) = 2.53, p = .013. Unexpectedly, this indicates that people in the economic 
prime condition, who were specifically told that the economy was doing badly, thought more 
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positively of the economy than the participants in the neutral prime condition.  
 Lastly, a paired samples t-test showed that in both pairs (wallet and watch) the budget 
version (wallet: M =  2.47, watch: M = 2.89) is perceived as significantly more budget-like 
than the high-end version (wallet: M = 5.63, watch: M = 6.12) (t(149) = 17.38, p < .000 and 
t(149) = 21.26, p < .000 respectively). 
Main Analysis 
 To create the dependent variable, the variable BudgetBuy (M = 2.98, SD = 1.45) was 
subtracted from the variable LuxuryBuy (M = 3.27, SD = 1.63), creating the dependent 
variable DifferenceBuy (M = 0.30, SD = 1.41). The willingness to buy the luxury products 
was higher than the willingness to buy the budget products, therefore the dependent variable 
DifferenceBuy reflects a preference to buy the luxury products. A higher score on this 
variable indicates a stronger preference for buying the luxury products, compared to the 
budget product. The means and standard deviations are presented in table 1. 
Table 1 
Means (and standard deviations) of the ‘Willingness to buy’ variables per condition, for 
single and non-single people 
  Recession Prime  
(n = 77) 
Neutral prime  
( n = 73) 
Single (n = 65) BudgetBuy 2.77 (1.38) 2.48 (1.45) 
 LuxuryBuy 3.41 (1.69) 2.58 (1.58) 
 DifferenceBuy 0.64 (1.60) 0.09 (1.08) 
 
Non-single (n = 85) BudgetBuy 3.16 (1.41) 3.35 (1.44) 
 LuxuryBuy 3.20 (1.52) 3.83 (1.58) 
 DifferenceBuy 0.04 (1.51) 0.48 (1.33) 
  
 To test the first hypothesis, “Following a recession prime, people have a stronger 
preference for luxury products than budget products”, the main effect of ‘condition’ should 
be examined. The ANOVA test does not show a significant main effect of condition, 
F(1,149) = 0.07, p = .797, partial η² < .01. These results show that there is no significant 
difference in preference for luxury products between people who are primed with an 
economic recession and people who have encountered a neutral prime.  
 The second hypothesis, “Single people have a stronger preference for luxury products 
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compared to budget products than non-single people”, can be tested using the main effect of 
‘relationship’. Again, the ANOVA test does not show a significant effect: F(1,149) = 0.21, p 
= .646, partial η² < .01. This shows that there is no significant difference in preference for 
luxury products between single and non-single people.  
 The third hypothesis, “Following a recession prime, people have a stronger preference 
for luxury products compared to budget products, and this effect is stronger for single people 
than non-single people”, concerns an interaction effect. It tests whether the effect of being 
primed with an economic recession prime compared to a neutral prime is different for single 
people compared to non-single people. The ANOVA showed a significant interaction 
between the prime and relationship status, F(1,149) = 4.51, p = .035, partial η² = 0.03. The 
results show that people who are in a relationship have an increased preference for luxury 
products when they are primed with a neutral prime (M = 0.48) compared to when they are 
primed with an economic recession (M = 0.04), whereas single people have a decreased 
preference for luxury products when they are primed with a neutral prime (M = 0.09) 
compared to when they are primed with an economic recession (M = 0.64). Although these 
means are not significantly different in a t-test (t(63) = 1.63, p = .108 for singles and t(83) = -
1.39, p = .169 for non-singles), the overall interaction effect is significant, meaning that the 
effect of ‘condition’ is influenced by the effect of ‘relationship’ and vice versa.  
 
Discussion 
Discussion of results 
 The aim of this research was to experimentally study the effect an economic recession 
can have on conspicuous consumption. The study’s goal was to find out whether participants 
who read either an economic recession prime or a neutral prime would show a difference in 
their preference for luxury products, compared to similar budget products of comparable 
quality. It was expected that although participants in both conditions would show a 
preference for luxury products compared to budget products, participants in the economic 
recession condition would show a greater preference than the ones in the neutral condition. In 
addition, it was expected that participants who were engaged in a serious relationship would 
show a preference for luxury products, but that the preference for luxury products of single 
participants would be even greater. Lastly, it was expected that both effects would be 
different in the presence of the other effect, showing that the difference between the 
preference for luxury products between participants in the recession prime and the neutral 
prime would be stronger for singles than people engaged in a serious relationship. 
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 The results showed that the main effect of ‘condition’ was not significant. Thus, it was 
not the case that participants in the economic recession prime condition showed a stronger 
preference for luxury products than the participants in the neutral prime condition. This goes 
against the expectation that increasing one’s status by signaling wealth (Nelissen & Meijers, 
2011; Haselton, Martezaie, Pillsworth, Bleske-Rechek, & Frederick, 2007; Mandet et al., 
2006; Rucker & Galisnky, 2008), diminishing psychological pain and preventing future self-
threat (Sivanathan & Pettit, 2010), all concepts that are more relevant during an economic 
recession, are important reasons to consume conspicuously. The results of the main effect of 
‘relationship’ also were not significant, meaning that the expectation of a stronger preference 
for luxury products in single people compared to non-single people did not hold true. This 
contradicts the expectations of this study based on research by Sundie et al. (2011), stating 
that conspicuous consumption enhances men’s desirability for short-term mating.   
 The theory about women’s tendency to invest effort attracting high-quality mates, 
which is said to increase when these high-quality mates are scarce (Jennions & Petrie, 1997), 
was expected to be generalizable and therefore predict an interaction effect between 
‘condition’ and ‘relationship’. The results showed that people who are in a relationship have 
an increased preference for luxury products when they are primed with a neutral prime 
compared to when they are primed with an economic recession, whereas single people have a 
decreased preference for luxury products when they are primed with a neutral prime 
compared to when they are primed with an economic recession, and this effect was 
significant. This suggests, that people who are in a serious relationship respond to an 
economical recession in a more economically rational manner, choosing not to spend money 
on expensive products, whereas single people’s behavior seems to be more guided by their 
mating-goals; generally choosing to spend more money on expensive but potentially status 
enhancing products during times of economic recession. 
Limitations and future research 
 Some limitations regarding the internal validity should be discussed. It was intended 
beforehand, that both prime articles used in this study would induce the same mood in the 
participants, but this turned out not to be the case. The participants who read the economic 
recession prime article showed a significantly lower mood than the participants who read the 
neutral prime article. In addition, the economic recession prime article was designed to prime 
the participants with a negative view on the economy, but the results showed that the 
participants in the economic recession prime condition had a more positive view on the 
economy than the participants in the neutral prime condition. This finding counteracts the 
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results, which indicate that the participants did react as was expected from people with a 
negative view on the economy. Since the participants in the economic recession prime 
condition did show a clear understanding of the article and their mood was significantly 
lower than the participants from the neutral prime condition, it could be the case that 
participants only had an unconscious negative view on the economy, which would lower their 
mood and enhance their preference for luxury products, but not make them explicitly state 
their negative view on the economy.  
 The external validity of the research concerns, among other things, the distribution of 
age, which is relatively small. The participants were between the ages of 19 and 57, but 
88,7% was between the ages of 25 and 35. It is therefore not certain that these results are 
generalizable to people of all ages. In addition, all participants were of American origin, 
making it uncertain whether the results would hold true for all cultures, races and countries of 
origin. 
 For future research, it would be interesting to study whether the economic recession 
prime indeed had a different influence on the conscious and unconscious view of the 
participants. If this turns out to be the case, future research should focus on more implicit 
manners to prime the participants. To design such an implicit prime a clear understanding of 
the perception of an economic recession should be accomplished, indicating on which aspect 
of an economic recession to focus (little resources, less jobs available, general feeling of 
uncertainty). An unconscious prime should then convey the feeling related to this aspect of an 
economic recession, rather than explicitly stating it. 
 In addition, because this study did not find significant results for the main effects of 
‘condition’ and ‘relationship’, but previous literature would indicate significant results, it 
would also be valuable to see whether future research confirms or contradicts these findings, 
to learn why this discrepancy exists and whether there are any relevant differences in the 
setup of the studies that could cause the discrepancy. Lastly, it would be interesting to 
research the details of this study, and for instance find out for which categories of products, 
age groups, cultures and ways of presenting the products these results are applicable.  
Implications 
 The results of this study have major implications in the field of consumer psychology 
and for companies concerned with consumer behavior. This research confirms the theory 
concerning the interaction effect that can be inferred from previous literature, stating that 
single people increase their conspicuous consumption in times of an economic recession 
more than non-singles do. It does not, however, confirm the theory on the main effects of 
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‘condition’ and ‘relationship’, which is an indication that future research should be focusing 
on this discrepancy.  
 In addition, based on these results it would seem reasonable to suggest that marketers 
dealing with the current economic recession should target single and non-single people 
differently. These findings have an influence on the way conspicuous brands should promote 
themselves, involving their marketing strategies, marketing campaigns, logos and pay-offs. 
When they are aiming to sell a conspicuous product they should focus on single people, and 
if they want to sell a product more appropriate for people in a relationship, they should focus 
more on non-conspicuous products. Also, as this study shows that during an economic 
recession single people spend a relatively large amount of money on conspicuous 
consumption, the question arises whether singles are generally irresponsible consumers. 
These findings indicate that singles might need more financial support during economically 
difficult times. 
Conclusion 
 This research tested whether conspicuous consumption is influenced by an economic 
recession, relationship status and an interaction between the two. Participants were asked to 
read either an economic recession prime article or a neutral prime article, and were then 
asked to rate their willingness to buy several luxury goods and similar budget products of 
comparable quality. The results showed that an economic recession prime article, compared 
to a neutral prime article, does not induce a difference in people’s preference for luxury 
products compared to budget products, and neither does the difference between single and 
non-single people. There is, however, a significant interaction effect, showing that people 
who are in a relationship have an increased preference for luxury products when they are 
primed with a neutral prime compared to when they are primed with an economic recession, 
whereas single people have a decreased preference for luxury products when they are primed 
with a neutral prime compared to when they are primed with an economic recession. Thus, 
during times of an economic recession single people are more likely to consume 
conspicuously. 
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Appendix A 
Prime article about recession 
 
 Unemployment in the U.S. - Young people still can't find work 
 
 
  
Snow blanketed New York City on Thursday, and its streets quickly emptied. An occasional 
brave soul could be seen walking, head down, shoulders hunched against the wind. Offices 
cleared out early as the weather threatened the journey home, but behind the blue doors of a 
nondescript Manhattan building a group of young people were wishing they had jobs to 
leave. 
The unemployment rate for young Americans rose to double digits last 
month. Unemployment rate for those aged 20-24 years old was 10% in February 2015 – up 
from 9.8% in January 2015. 
The overall unemployment rate can be misleading. The headline number does not account for 
those who have given up looking for a job altogether because the opportunities are so few. 
Those who have given up are often referred to as “missing workers”. According to Alyssa 
Davis at the Economic Policy Institute, there are about 1 million young missing workers and 
if they were included, the unemployment rate for young Americans would be closer to 
16.2%.  
Recession, relationship and conspicuous consumption 19 
 
 
Over the past year the number of employed young Americans has gone up by almost 
400,000, to 14.1 million. Janeé Garrett, 24, is one of those young Americans who has been 
looking for a job. “I was applying for every job known to man,” she says. Most of the jobs 
she applied for were in retail or clerical work. “It was depressing. I needed a job. At that 
time, I was living with my grandmother and she could not understand why it was taking me 
so long to find a job. Because you go on the internet, there are a thousand jobs, and you are 
applying to 10, 15 of them a day and you don’t get any calls. It’s like: what is wrong with 
me?” 
A lack of experience is a common blight for young Americans. Gone are the days when 
teenagers could find a job to provide them with experience – and with a paycheck to go 
towards their college education. At 17.1%, the unemployment rate for teenagers aged 16-19 
is more than three times the unemployment rate for the general population. A lack of work 
experience casts a shadow on the future job opportunities. 
Coming of age during a recession can have impact one’s life for years to come. Earnings of 
young Americans who entered the job market during a recession will suffer for 10-15 years, 
says Will Kimball from the Economic Policy Institute.  
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Appendix B 
Neutral article about jazz 
 
Peter Martin brings jazz times three to the Sheldon 
OCTOBER  09,  2015  5:00  AM    •    BY  CALVIN  WILSON 
  
 
 
Jazz pianist Peter Martin has played alongside some of the music’s top artists, and some of 
those performances have been part of his Peter Martin Music series at the Sheldon Concert 
Hall. 
But as good as previous editions of the series have been, the concert on Saturday evening still 
qualifies as a special event. 
Martin will play in a trio with bassist Reuben Rogers and drummer Greg  Hutchinson — 
first-call New York jazz musicians with whom he has a long history and considerable 
improvisational chemistry. Those elements are essential to creating music that’s not just good 
but great. 
The trio will perform tunes from Martin’s new album, “What Lies Ahead.” Also taking the 
stage will be the guest vocalists featured on the recording, Erin Bode and Brian Owens. “I go 
back with Greg Hutchinson all the way to when I first went to New York to go to Juilliard 
(the music conservatory), in the late ’80s,” says the pianist, a University City native. “And 
Reuben I met in New Orleans in the late ’90s. 
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“We’ve played together as a trio quite a bit, and we’ve played on several of (vocalist) Dianne 
Reeves’erecords, and played with (saxophonist) Joshua Redman together. It’s really a 
dream trio for me, and they were a huge part of the creative process of this recording.” 
“What Lies Ahead,” which features mostly original tunes, was recorded in May and released 
on Oct. 2. Planning a concert around it was a no-brainer, Martin says. 
“I was hoping everyone was going to be available, and they are,” he says. “The stars were 
aligned.” 
Martin and Bode have been musical collaborators since she was feature on his 2005 album, 
“In the P.M.,” for the St. Louis-based MAXJAZZ label. 
“I haven’t worked with her a whole lot — we’ve done things here and there,” he says. “But 
it’s always been a lot of fun.” 
Owens, who is known for covering artists from Johnny Cash to Al Green, excels in a jazz 
setting, Martin says. 
“He’s a good improviser and a really good interpreter of song,” he says. “And for a jazz 
vocalist, those are probably the two most important attributes to have.” 
Martin says he’s looking forward to translating the material from the album into a live 
experience.   
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Appendix C 
Multiple choice questions on articles 
 
Jazz article 
Which sentence most accurately describes the main conclusion of this article ? 
- Peter martin is a jazz pianist who will perform with two other musical collaborators in a 
highly anticipated show at Sheldon Concert Hall 
- Peter Martin’s concert at Sheldon Concert Hall was one of the best jazz performances of 
the last few years, according to critics 
- Peter martin is a jazz pianist who is about to embark on a North American tour with his 
new album, which features several exciting musical collaborations 
 
Economic recession article 
- After a few years of struggling, the U.S. job market is improving 
- The U.S. job market is especially harsh for young people 
- The bankers responsible for the economic crisis got off too lightly 
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Appendix D 
Luxury and budget products 
 
Burberry wallet 
 
Walmart Wallet 
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Gucci Watch 
 
  
Walmart Watch 
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Appendix E 
Manipulation check about the economy 
 
It is difficult for people to earn a living in the U.S. 
strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 strongly agree 
 
The U.S. economy does not look good. 
strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 strongly agree 
 
There are enough opportunities available for people in the U.S. job market. 
strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 strongly agree 
 
The U.S. economy is doing well.  
strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 strongly agree 
 
 
Appendix E 
Demographic questions 
 
What is your gender? 
  Female 
 Male 
 
What is your age? 
______________ 
 
What is the highest level of education you have completed? 
  Did not complete High School 
  High School/GED 
  Some College 
  Bachelor's Degree 
  Master's Degree 
  Advanced Graduate work or Ph.D. 
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Do you own a credit card? 
  Yes 
  No 
 
What is your current employment status? 
 Employed 
 Self-employed 
 Unemployed 
 Unable to work 
 
Are you currently involved in a romantic relationship? 
 No 
 Yes, but not a serious one 
 Yes, in a serious one 
 Yes, married 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
  
